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only at the time of the industrial revolution that trade unionism
began to be important. 'In all cases in which Trade Unions
arose, the great bulk of the workers had ceased to be indepen-
dent producers, themselves controlling the processes, and owning
the materials and the products of their labour, and had passed
into the condition of lifelong wage-earners, possessing neither
the instruments of production nor the commodity in its finished
state.*1 In some trades, for instance tailoring, this reduction of
the worker to the condition of proletarian was prior to the
machine age, but it was only through machinery and the factory
system that the conditions for the existence of trade unionism
began to exist on a large scale. For this reason, they were im-
portant in Great Britain at a much earlier date than elsewhere.
In the eighteenth century trade unions were not sufficiently
important to attract much hostile notice from the law, but from
1799 to 1913 they were subjected to legal persecution, first by
the legislature and the law-courts in combination, and afterwards
by the law-courts in defiance of the intentions of the legislature.
An Act proposed by Pitt and hurried through Parliament in
1799 made all combinations of workmen illegal. In theory, com-
binations of employers were also illegal; but this part of the law
remained a dead letter. Other statutes, as well as the common
law, were invoked when more convenient. In 1812, in a cotton-
weavers* strike, the committee were arrested for the common-
law crime of combination, and sentenced to terms of imprison-
ment varying from four to eighteen months. In 1818, the leaders
in a cotton-spinners' strike were sentenced to two years under
a statute of 1305 entitled 'Who be Conspirators and who be
Champertors.5 Prosecutions were frequent, even when no strike
was in progress. The first twenty years of the nineteenth cen-
tury,' say the Webbs, Sritnessed a legal persecution of Trade
Unionists as rebels and revolutionaries—thwarting the healthy
growth of the Unions, and driving their members into violence
and sedition.*
A new phase of Trade Unionism begins in 1824, owing to
the intervention of middle-class Radicals. Until this time, the
movement had been a spontaneous growth, ignored or disliked
by all outside the ranks of wage-earners. A prosecution of the
compositors of The Times in 1810 drew the attention of Francis
Place, the Radical tailor, to the iniquity of the Combination
^^Thi? History of Trade" Unionism, by Sidney and Beatrice Webb,
RevisedlEdition,li920, pp. 25-6.

